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Abstract
This paper draws on data collected as part of two larger studies to set out the differences, according to
women seeking support, between the feminist responses of the specialist women’s sector and the issuesled responses of other agencies. The first study examined the processes by which women enter, endure,
and exit relationships with abusive men. The second study explored the barriers to help-seeking for those
accessing a service for women involved in prostitution. Taking a feminist poststructuralist approach, the
authors point to the gendered nature, both of the experiences that propel women toward help-seeking and
of the responses they receive from agencies. They note the current socio-economic context within which
those experiences and responses are set and the importance, for women, of the specialist women’s
sector. Data were collected via narrative-style interviews with twenty-five women with lived experience of
the issues being explored.
Many women noted that, when initially seeking support from agencies, they had either been offered no
service or inappropriate services. They spoke of being required to engage with multiple services,
constantly retelling their stories, and the competing and conflicting demands made of them by
professionals. These accounts were contrasted with the service they received from the specialist
women’s sector.
The findings are presented in terms of their meaning for and impact upon women accessing professional
support. The implications for practice are discussed: the case for professionals’ proactive sourcing/using
information about women’s services operating in their locality; the importance of effective
communication, both within and between agencies; and the shared benefits of working alongside the
specialist women’s sector.
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ABSTRACT
This paper draws on data collected as part of two larger studies to set out the differences,
according to women seeking support, between the feminist responses of the specialist
women’s sector and the issues-led responses of other agencies. The first study examined the
processes by which women enter, endure, and exit relationships with abusive men. The second
study explored the barriers to help-seeking for those accessing a service for women involved
in prostitution. Taking a feminist poststructuralist approach, the authors point to the gendered
nature, both of the experiences that propel women toward help-seeking and of the responses
they receive from agencies. They note the current socio-economic context within which those
experiences and responses are set and the importance, for women, of the specialist women’s
sector. Data were collected via narrative-style interviews with twenty-five women with lived
experience of the issues being explored.
Many women noted that, when initially seeking support from agencies, they had either been
offered no service or inappropriate services. They spoke of being required to engage with multiple services, constantly retelling their stories, and the competing and conflicting demands
made of them by professionals. These accounts were contrasted with the service they received
from the specialist women’s sector.
The findings are presented in terms of their meaning for and impact upon women accessing
professional support. The implications for practice are discussed: the case for professionals’
proactive sourcing/using information about women’s services operating in their locality; the
importance of effective communication, both within and between agencies; and the shared
benefits of working alongside the specialist women’s sector.
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T

HIS PAPER DRAWS ON DATA COLLECTED as part of two larger studies to set out some

of the issues women face when seeking support from agencies. The first study,
conducted by the first author, Jo Neale, examined the processes by which women enter, endure, and exit relationships with abusive men. The second study, conducted by
the second author, Kathyrn Hodges, explored the intersecting experiences of women
accessing a service for women involved in prostitution. The paper aims to provide an
intersectional analysis of the differences, according to women seeking support, between the feminist responses of the specialist women’s sector and the issues-led responses of other agencies. The authors begin by pointing to the gendered nature of
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the experiences that propel women toward help-seeking and the responses they receive from agencies. They note the current socio-economic context within which
those experiences and responses are set and the importance, for women, of the specialist women’s sector. They then describe their theoretical approach, the populations
sampled, and their data collection methods and analysis. Drawing on the subsets of
data relating to women’s help-seeking, they set out their findings. These findings are
then discussed in terms of their meaning for women accessing professional support
and the implications for practice.
The crossovers in the two study samples provide the rationale for writing this paper. Being forced to have sex with other men, both in the context of prostitution and
outside it, can be a part of abusive relationships (Matolcsi, 2020) and women’s routes
into prostitution are commonly preceded and shaped by abusive heterosexual relationships (AVA and Agenda, 2019; Roe-Sepowitz et al., 2012). The accounts of the participants are in line with these findings. A participant in Study 1 talked about having
been forced by her husband, as part of the abuse, to have sex with other men, and
most women in Study 2 noted that domestic violence and abuse (DVA) had shaped
their routes into selling sex. Beyond this, the two samples share that they are all
women in the UK, exploited and abused by men, seeking support to escape that oppression.
Although there are subtle differences between the two projects regarding the authors’ research questions and the populations of women sampled, their theoretical
and methodological similarities allow the two datasets to be blended for this paper.
Each author’s perspective is that gendered power relations within a patriarchal sociopolitical system restrict all women’s choices and access to support/justice. Through
this lens, DVA is understood to be a process by which freedom is taken away from
women within the context of an intimate relationship. Prostitution is seen as incongruent with a gender-equal society and as a form of systemic and systematic violence
against women that requires, in addition to valid exit support, a systematic and
trauma-informed response. Both studies are feminist, qualitative, in-depth explorations of women subjected to male abuse. A strength of this paper is that it evidences
the universality of women’s experiences of gendered oppression.

The Context for the Studies
While anyone can experience exploitation and abuse, women make up by far the
largest proportion of victims in the UK (DoH, 2017; Hester, 2013; Myhill, 2015; Smith
et al., 2010). Furthermore, how they experience abuse is gendered (Sillito, 2012;
Stark, 2009; Westmarland & Hester, 2007). Compared to male victims of DVA, women
are more likely to be injured, more likely to be frightened, more likely to be repeatedly
abused, and more likely to be murdered (Corradi & Stöckl, 2014; Smith et al., 2012).
Male perpetrators are far more likely than female abusers to abuse post-separation
(Hester et al., 2007); indeed, this is the most common high-risk situation for female
DVA victims (Campbell et al., 2007, Humphreys & Thiara, 2002; Lees, 2000). Women
exploited and abused via the selling of sex are most likely to have been coerced into
prostitution by men. The majority of commercial sexual exchanges involve men buying women's services (Coy, 2016b), who experience disproportionate levels of violence and abuse, preceding their entry into prostitution and within it (Coy, 2016a).
Both DVA (Study 1) and prostitution (Study 2) have distinct gender asymmetry in
terms of perpetrators (men) and the abused/victimized (women). Therefore, specialist services that recognize and respond appropriately to the needs of abused and exploited women are vital. As the Women’s Resource Centre (2013) notes:
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Though often seen as “niche” by service providers, they provide cost effective,
often life-saving support on a shoe string. They deliver a range of social and
economic benefits over the short and long term for vulnerable and marginalised women and girls (WRC, 2013).

All agencies with which women come into contact are obliged to provide a personcentered, integrated service [The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence
(NICE, 2016) Domestic Violence and Abuse Quality Standard; and the Home Office’s
(2016) Violence Against Women and Girls Statement of Expectations]. However, because of the current strain on public services and the fact that there is no effective
monitoring of agencies’ adherence to these guidelines (Jacob, 2017), women do not
always receive the level or quality of service to which they have a right.
In terms of DVA alone (the only sector for which there is recent and robust data),
a conservative estimate of the UK's economic cost is £66bn/year (Oliver et al., 2019).
Despite the high costs, and despite reliable research evidence showing the effectiveness of specialist services (Scott & Frost, 2019) and that independent advocacy is
what women want (Bates et al., 2018), over the last two decades, there has been a
noticeable shift in the specialist women’s sector in the UK. What was once a significant
source of support for individual women experiencing abuse (and a political movement for social change) has been reduced to, apart from a few notable exceptions, the
provision of depoliticized and clinicalized specialist women’s services (Lehrner and
Allen, 2009, McDonald, 2005).
In the more recent climate of swinging budget cuts (Grierson, 2018) and the move
toward competitive funding for women’s centers, refuges, and other women’s services, the basic feminist principles that, from the 1970s, underpinned the UK women’s
sector have largely been eroded. These changes in the commissioning environment
have forced some women’s organizations to merge and others to close altogether (Coy
et al., 2009; Heady et al., 2011). The demands of local authority funders for more heavily regulated voluntary sector services and high “outputs” (measured in terms of the
numbers of women receiving a service, rather than its quality) have compromised
those services’ ability to respond appropriately to the range and complexity of needs
with which women present (Warrington, 2003). This has led to a greater reliance on
statutory services.1 However, after nearly a decade of substantial reductions in central
government funding and the resulting rise in demand for key services, those agencies
are struggling to provide anything beyond their statutory responsibilities (HCPAC,
2018; Kentish, 2017). These cuts and changes have, in turn, increased the demand on
the specialist women’s sector (APPGSV, 2018; Reis, 2018). In the vicious circle created
by these changes, women are paying the price.
The operating conditions of the various services provide the context within which
the two studies were conducted. In this paper, the authors pull out one of the themes
common to both datasets—that of the differences, according to women seeking support, between the feminist responses of the specialist women’s sector and the issuesled responses of other agencies. The next section sets out the theoretical approach(es) and method(s) of data collection and analysis.

1

Services that are paid for and provided by the government (for example, social services and the National Health Service).
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METHODS
Two significant aims for feminist researchers are: to challenge the dominant representations of violence against women and girls that reproduce systemic gender inequality; and privilege the voices of those previously silenced. Both authors resist and
argue for an alternative to the traditional view in which the “problem” is located
within individuals (i.e., certain people perpetrate, invite another to perpetrate, or do
not do enough to prevent/resist abuse of women). They suggest this leads to: the
pathologization of both the perpetrators and their victims; and a stunting simplification of the problem(s) and the solution(s); and narrows the range of understanding.
Instead, they argue that traditional approaches block the view of the structural inequalities that restrict women’s “space for action” (Kelly, 2005), thus limiting their
choices. Therefore, the authors take a comprehensive, less individualized, and more
systemic approach to evaluating the various services.
While the foci of the two studies and the populations sampled were slightly different, the theoretical lenses, ethical stance, and data collection methods were
broadly similar. Both authors had adopted a feminist poststructuralist approach,
which challenges the notion of universal categories such as “woman” and emphasizes
the contingent nature of identity. It draws on the concept of intersectionality
(Crenshaw, 2012) to explain people’s experiences and, particularly, women’s experiences; that is how identities such as, for example, gender, ethnicity, nationality, race,
age, sexuality and physicality, and the relative power that women possess within
those identities, intersect to shape their experiences. From this perspective, each
woman will experience abuse uniquely due to her specific characteristics and context.
However, most feminist poststructuralists argue that women’s lives are shaped by
power relations that are embedded within a social construction of gender (Foucault,
1998, Shields, 2016); thus, gender is centrally implicated in the patterns of disadvantage that extend across different social groups (Wendt and Zannettino, 2015).

Study 1:
Aim: To explore the processes by which women enter, endure, and exit relationships
with abusive men.
Participants: Fourteen women, with a wide range of characteristics in terms of age,
ethnicity, physicality, socio-economic status, and the length of time elapsed since
their experiences of abuse, recruited via specialist women’s sector agencies in England, snowballing, and via the author’s professional networks.

Study 2:
Aim: To understand, from women experiencing multiple oppressions and support
needs, the choices and decisions they make when engaging with helping services.
Participants: Eleven women who accessed a center (situated in a large English city)
supporting women involved in prostitution. Over half had been born outside the UK,
and one had no recourse to public funds.

Fieldwork for the studies was carried out in 2011- 2012 (Study 1) and 2015
(Study 2), so within the current period of “austerity” measures following the 2008
financial crisis. Pseudonyms for participants are used throughout. (Ethical approval
for these projects was given by the Research Ethics Committees of (Study 1) the University of Bedfordshire and (Study 2) Anglia Ruskin University.)
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In each study, participants provided informed, written consent. The data were collected via one-to-one, face to face, narrative style interviews with women with lived
experience of the explored issues. In this method, and in line with a feminist approach,
the interviewee is positioned as a “storyteller” and is responsible for clarifying the
meaning of what is being said (Greenspan, 1998). The story is seen as a co-construction between the interviewee and the interviewer but, when presenting findings, participants’ voices in the form of quotations are foregrounded (Oakley, 1981). This approach, rather than one that imposes an a priori researcher-led focus on the interview,
allows participants to disclose the aspects of their experiences that are most meaningful for them. Both sets of interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed using
Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2013) thematic analysis method (TA). Each author chose
this method with the same intent: to provide a voice for women and to challenge the
dominant individualizing and pathologizing discourses of (in Study 1) DVA and (in
Study 2) prostitution.
One of the more significant themes to have emerged from each of the two datasets
is how services can hinder or facilitate women’s attempts to improve their circumstances. There are many accounts in participants’ stories of beneficial interventions
by the agencies with which they came into contact. However, the impact of these is
easily undermined by other, less considered, responses. In the next section, we explore the responses from agencies that served to frustrate or facilitate women’s attempts to regain control of their lives and move toward safety.

FINDINGS
Here we set out women’s accounts of responses from the agencies with which they
came into contact. When they began seeking help, participants in both studies were
dealing with a range of complex issues. In Study 1, women struggled with escaping
the abuse, keeping their children safe from the perpetrator, financial worries, housing
concerns, and psychological trauma resulting from the abuse. In Study 2, women were
trying to manage their childcare responsibilities, financial difficulties, accessing safe
and secure accommodation, problematic substance use, immigration concerns, and
emotional problems stemming from experiences of rape and physical violence, childhood abuse, and neglect. All the women were experiencing high levels of loss and
grief.
Through an intersectional lens, each individual’s experiences can be viewed as
unique. What they share, however, is their perceptions of the responses they received
from professionals. Participants’ perceptions are addressed in terms of: inadequacies
in the services offered to women; managing multiple encounters with professionals;
juggling competing demands; trustworthiness; the impact on their emotional state
and sense of self; and what women appreciated from services.
Findings for each of these aspects of women’s experiences are presented with
quotes from the interviews as illustrations of the points made. The narrow focus/remit of most individual agencies led to some women being turned away with no help
offered, others being offered a service that did not meet their immediate needs, and
all struggling to meet the demands made of them by services. We discuss what this
meant for women in terms of its impact on their ability to move forward and compare
it with the feminist, more holistic approach adopted by agencies within the specialist
women’s sector.
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Inadequacies in the Services Offered to Women
Many of the women we spoke to had, when initially seeking support, either been
offered no service or inappropriate services. Leonie is an example of the former, who
had managed to leave her violent ex-husband. Children’s social services, having received a referral from the police, telephoned her to check on her child's welfare. Even
though she was continuing to receive abusive messages from him, including several
threats to kill, the social worker assessed her child as no longer at risk and closed her
case. Ruth had asked her GP for help concerning her violent and abusive husband. She
recalled, with disappointment, his response:
…the GP sort of listened and sympathised, but more or less said, what can I
do kind of thing (Ruth, Study 1).

Anne, who had mental health problems and a history of problematic substance
use (PSU), had received a similar response from a women-only homeless day center
manager. She was attempting to leave her very violent partner and had approached
the manager for help:
…she didn’t want to know... She was saying to me that she’s there to support
people that come in for showers and mostly drug addiction, and she doesn’t
really deal with domestic violence (Anne, Study 2).

Marcia and Freya, who had also approached their GPs for help to escape DVA, were
referred for counseling. Marcia expressed her frustration at this response. What she
needed, and had asked for, was practical advice and support to enable her to exit the
relationship. Of the counseling service, she said:
…they don’t give advice but, actually, what the hell are you going there for?
…no, actually, I don’t want to just sit here and have a moan; I want to know
what to do. (Marcia, Study 1).

Freya was similarly unimpressed by the counseling that she was offered. It consisted of six, one-hour sessions in which the counselor simply “asked probing questions.” Given the extent of the practical and emotional issues with which she was
struggling at the time, she stated that this was nowhere near long enough—and risked
making her feel even worse:
just skimming the surface, opening up, and then nowhere to put it (Freya,
Study 1).

She continued:
I didn’t think it was helping me very much, you know? Talking with staff at
Women’s Aid helped me more ((laughs)) (Freya, Study 1).
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Managing Multiple Encounters with Professionals
Participants spoke of their frustration and, often, desperation at being required to
engage with a number of different services. Constantly having to retell their stories to
professionals featured in most of the narratives.
Sandy had experienced childhood neglect and, at the time of her interview, was
unemployed and homeless. Her account of repeatedly having to speak about traumatizing experiences was echoed by participants in both studies. Here, she explains that
she had already met with one social worker, as part of an Initial Assessment of her
children’s needs and was then required to attend a follow up meeting with another
social worker from the same department. She said:
I had a meeting with this girl and she was asking me questions that I’ve already answered in my assessment which should have, if she’d have read my
assessment she’d have known that, and repeating herself, and not listening
to what I am saying (Sandy, Study 2).

Despite having lived and worked in the UK legally for almost 20 years, more recent
changes to Government immigration policy had meant that Storm was no longer able
to work, unentitled to state benefits, and faced deportation to a country that had not
been her home since she was a child. Without an income, she had been unable to support herself, and had become homeless. Like Sandy, Storm was frustrated and upset
by professionals’ repeated requests for the same information. She, however, suggested a solution:
I’m tired of talking about it…I need one of these (pointing to voice recorder)
so I can record. Next time someone asks me, what we’ll do is, I’ll talk about it
all, l’ll leave the pauses here and there so I can add bits if I need to, and when
they say, “Why are you homeless?” “There you go, let’s go and have a cigarette,
back in a minute,” you know what I mean (Storm, Study 2).

Low Levels of Support with Women’s Concurrent Needs, and Conflicting
Demands of Agencies
Participants spoke of badly orchestrated and/or lack of support regarding their
concurrent needs, and conflicting demands made, by statutory agencies. These issues
made it harder, rather than easier, to meet the requirements made of them by those
agencies.
Angela was grieving the recent death of one of her children, and Jane had experienced DVA from two previous partners. Both had received convictions for minor offences related to their problematic substance use and were being monitored by Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs.)2 Each noted the lack of support from statutory services. For example, Angela talked about her contact with her probation officer
thus:
Sometimes I used to turn up there and it was like, “Hi how are you and how
you feeling, here’s your next appointment” and that was it….although I was
homeless my probation officer didn’t do nothing, all she kept saying was

2

CRCs are private-sector suppliers of Probation and Prison-based rehabilitative services for offenders
in England and Wales.
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probation hasn’t got the resources to provide you with housing, … there’s
nothing I can do, but make sure you turn up for your next appointment or I’ll
breach you (Angela, Study 2).

Several women spoke about the competing demands made of them by some support agencies. Storm, for example, was put in contact with a service providing accommodation to women with no recourse to public funds. The only way to access the service, situated a considerable distance from the city center, was to arrive on its doorstep at 4pm. With no money for fares, that meant a considerable walk. If, on her arrival, the hostel was full, she would be turned away without food or a bed for that night.
The time taken to walk back again meant that she would be too late to get a meal from
the city center services for people who are street homeless. Exasperated, she said:
You’ve got no food. You’ve got no recourse, you’ve got no penny to your
name… how does that make sense? (Storm, Study 2).

Both Sandy and Storm had been offered hostel accommodation in places that they
felt would have made their lives more, rather than less, difficult. Sandy mentioned
that, before she had become unemployed and homeless, she had been forced by a service provider to move from a centrally located hostel, to another more than 15 miles
away from her place of employment:
…how they expected me to get from (the hostel) to my job every day of the
week I do not know and they forced me and they pushed me and I said I can’t
do this, this is too much for me (Sandy, Study 2).

This, together with other difficulties she was experiencing, eventually led to her
losing her job and becoming homeless. For Storm, the implications of refusing ‘help’
were similarly serious:
I chose to be on the streets, rather than be sent to Glasgow, I don’t know anyone there (Storm, Study 2).

Trustworthiness
The issue of professionals’ reliability featured in most women’s narratives, and
many recounted occasions on which they had felt let down by them. They spoke of
being threatened with sanctions if they failed to meet the demands of agencies, whilst
the professionals’ lapses in integrity and reliability went unchallenged—often with
serious consequences for the women.
Jasmine, for example, had experienced difficulties with her mental health, and was
living in temporary accommodation. She had talked to a hostel support worker about
her aspirations of returning to education, and recalled:
I said I want to go back to college, …and she was like, oh would you like me to
meet you there and that, so I thought all right then, so I goes ok, we’ll arrange
a date to meet her, she didn’t turn up (Jasmine, Study 2).

For Storm, the implications of being let down were potentially more serious. Referring to her application for asylum, she commented:
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I had my hearing on a Monday the judge kindly told me he was going on vacation so that’s going to delay my case. Where am I now? On the street. I have
to wait another month or two for a decision. …I know in my mind, I’m thinking if I get kicked and die out there so I’m saying… you’re just left to fend for
yourself (Storm, Study 2).

Leonie and Kirsten, like most of the women in study 1, were experiencing postseparation abuse from their violent husbands. Leonie had tried to enlist the help of
children’s services social workers. Apart from making an initial telephone call,
prompted by a referral from the police, they had not contacted her. She said:
…they promised to come and visit me, but they never came. …I tried to get in
touch, but they keep telling me that the person with the case went on a vacation, and would be back, …so since then I haven’t spoken to any social worker
(Leonie, Study 1).

Kirsten had had rather more contact with her children’s social worker and was
critical of what she considered to be her lack of professionalism. She explained:
I’ve seen my social worker blatantly lie, I’ve seen the judge, in you know in
cross examination they’ve stopped the person cross examining her and say
hang on a minute you’ve just contradicted yourself, and has caught her out
lying (Kirsten, Study 1).

She went on to note the importance of good professional practice:
You’re talking about someone’s family, this isn’t just numbers and quotas
you’ve got to fill, this is someone’s family (Kirsten, Study 1).

Impact on Women’s Emotional State and Sense of Self
Women spoke about the impact of the above responses on their already compromised emotional state. Colette, for example, noted how hard it had been for her to
manage anything more than the basic routines of her life. She said:
Over the past few years, I’ve been of the state of mind of where, you know
what, if I get my knickers on the right way round, and I get my kids to school,
fantastic (Colette, Study 1).

The demands made of women by agencies were often perceived by them to be
overwhelming. They became physically and emotionally exhausted in trying to meet
them and felt that this had contributed to their feelings of failure in moving on with
their lives. Jane, for example, spoke about her struggle to participate in a drug rehabilitation program:
They are very good, but I lasted about 10 days, I couldn’t do it any more…because they give you so much to do that you couldn’t, can’t even breathe… it’s
like three appointments a day…I was like on the bus here there here there,
every day, …I was just a mess, my head was like a washing machine on spin
(Jane, Study 2).

Ruth was attempting to escape her husband’s abuse while, at the same time, trying
to hold down a job and care for her baby. She spoke of her exhaustion and lack of
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progress, and the extent to which the agencies working on her case had contributed
to this. She had been frustrated with their seeming inability to work together, and
said:
…and all the different agencies seem to sort of um work in a slightly different
way and, you know, you’d ring up three weeks later and say, “I haven’t heard”,
and they’d say, “Oh dear, well Mrs. so and so has been on leave and she didn’t
speak to so and so”, and “Somebody else didn’t pass the message on”, and “Oh
well I’m afraid you know they’ve given you the wrong information here,
you’re not entitled to that at all”, and um “Have you spoken to so and so?” and
yet more forms to fill in (Ruth, Study 1).

In addition to their feelings of being overwhelmed by the demands made of them,
most participants talked about being judged negatively by many of the professionals
with whom they came into contact. For some, this was perceived from professionals’
communication style and body language:
The way like they used to speak to you like it’s just, like the vibe I used to get
off her, do know, and when she would speak to me she’d never look me in the
eye or just wee things like that (Anne, Study 2).

For others, it was demonstrated by a lack of empathy:
…people just don’t get it they really, especially if you’ve got an intelligent
woman they’re you know, (my solicitor) just really didn’t get, I’m sure she
must have thought you have to be a complete moron to live that life (Colette,
Study 1).

Women felt that, inevitably, this affected the standard of service with which they
were provided and, thus, their sense of self-worth. Angela expressed her frustration
about the way women were blamed by professionals for their circumstances. She said:
…why don’t you stop and think about what that person has been through to
make them like, it could be domestic abuse, could be sexual abuse, …they
weren’t born like that, and they didn’t say when they was at school that when
I grow up I want to be a drug addict or homeless. Don’t be so quick to judge
and tarnish people (Angela, Study 2).

What Women Appreciated from Specialist Women’s Services and What They
Missed in Others
Most participants noted that, outside the specialist women’s sector, women were
not a priority for agencies. They felt that homeless hostels, and drug and alcohol services tended to be dominated by the demands of male clients:
I mean come on…. we’re definitely not priority and everyone knows that
(Sandy, Study 2).

and Judy suggested that women tend to be ignored because:
…women don’t kick off as much, or scream so much (Judy, Study 2).
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For women with children, the focus for professionals’ intervention was felt to be
their children rather than themselves. As mentioned earlier, Leonie had managed to
leave her violent ex-husband, though she had continued to receive abusive messages
from him, including several threats to kill. She spoke of her inability to get the police
to protect her:
…because they said it wasn’t physical, …and they told me to change my email,
and change my phone (Leonie, Study 1).

As noted earlier, Freya stated that she had derived far more benefit from her conversations with staff at Women’s Aid than from those with the NHS counsellor. She
described her contact with the refuge service as: “brilliant experience right from the
off.” When asked what the former had been able to provide over and above that offered by the latter, she responded:
Compassion? Humanity? …I mean when you’re working in a profession like
that I understand you have to protect yourself, you have to have certain barriers in place to not let it get to you, but with her I really felt like she was very
detached, and Women’s Aid, you feel like people feel outrage on your behalf,
and they bring that across, and I got more back from them as well, …practical
support, and emotional support, yeah, and I didn’t get that at all from the
(counsellor) (Freya, Study 1).

Reflecting on their experiences of contact with specialist women’s agencies, participants noted feeling listened to, respected and supported – in both practical and
emotional terms:
I can unload and tell them how I really feel about what’s going on in my life,
and in confidence, and know that it wouldn’t be gossiped about (Angela,
Study 2).
…you see something happening, like you get housed or there is somebody
there for you, or you get the clothes you need. … I’m not saying you don’t have
to do no work for it, but you get what you need (Judy, Study 2).
Megan came with me to my court case, on Monday… She volunteered, you
know she said to me can I send a statement, a witness statement about you?
And I said are you sure? No, no, I want to, so she did. Then she asked to
come…. I said you don’t have to and she said, then she offered to pay… so,
that’s someone who cares; she didn’t have to do all of that (Storm, Study 2).

One woman, in reflecting on her journey from abuse to safety, summed up the
views of most participants. Simone had grown up on a large social housing estate in
an area with high levels of violent crime and deprivation. She was close to her family,
and derived significant support from her relationship with them, but had moved a
considerable distance to escape her violent and abusive, drug-addicted partner. She
described going into a refuge, in an unfamiliar town, as ‘really scary’ because:
… it’s almost like going into the unknown, ‘cos I’m not taking my family, like
my sisters, my you know my stability is not coming with me (Simone, Study
1).
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Once she had settled, however, she quickly came to appreciate the benefits provided by the specialist women’s service:
I didn’t have that paranoia first of all, was all gone, the rushing around from
place to place, …that I could just stop, refuge just allowed me to just stop, and
I really needed that, stop and think, collect yourself, spend time with the children, talk to the children, do you know what I mean? (Simone, Study 1).

Later, and with the support of the staff, Simone and her children were rehoused,
and she explored opportunities to return to studying:
It allowed me to start to do things like that that I don’t know if I would have
done if I’d stayed in (city) (Simone, Study 1).

Reflecting on the difference between her previous existence, the life she had built
since leaving it behind, and the refuge staff’s part in that, she commented:
… it’s almost like there was a big mess, back there, and you
know as a result of the refuge, it’s almost like that’s the
bridge to getting away from that mess and coming in to
this new, wonderful place ((both laughing)), …I have more
power, more control, more say than I had before, I’m not
just existing and being shunted around, …without the refuge, I don’t know where I’d be to be quite honest, I don’t
know what would have happened, because I wouldn’t have
been able to get away (Simone, Study 1).

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
IN THE CONTEXT OF EXISTING STUDIES
The current demand for, and reduced budgets of, services has increased the pressure on health and social care agencies to “do more with less.” This pressure has led
to an emphasis, particularly in the statutory sector, on specific needs and short-term
goals (HCPAC, 2018, Kentish, 2017) rather than holistic approaches to long term recovery. The feminist poststructuralist approach of the studies allows for an intersectional analysis of participants’ experiences of help-seeking. It acknowledges women’s
unique experiences whilst, at the same time, enabling an examination of the shared
aspects of those experiences. The findings presented in this paper are in line with existing research on women’s help-seeking.
None of the women whose voices are heard in this paper had unrealistic expectations of the professionals with whom they came in to contact. What they sought, and
had a right to expect (Home Office, 2016, NICE, 2016), was support to regain control
of their lives. Some professionals had either failed to offer any form of help or had
limited women’s options only to those provided by their own agency (regardless of
whether or not, in the circumstances, that option was appropriate). These responses
are, at the very least, unhelpful; at worst, they are dangerous. Women will have experienced many incidents of abuse before asking for help (WAFE, 2014), and many are
repeatedly failed by agencies when they seek support (AVA and Agenda, 2019). When
agencies miss an opportunity to intervene effectively, women are at risk of returning
to the exploitation and abuse from which they are attempting to escape (Hodges and
Burch, 2019; Matthews et al., 2014; WAFE, 2017). Women seeking support to escape
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abuse do not typically approach specialist services directly (AVA & Agenda, 2019;
Lewis et al., 2018). It is therefore crucial that everyone with whom they come into
contact, including non-specialist staff in general practice surgeries and other agencies, know how to respond appropriately, which agencies in their locality (women’s
centers, hostels, refuges, etc.) can provide specialist support, and that there is reliable
and effective cooperation between agencies.
Much has been written about the ways in which women are “revictimized” by the
agencies from which they are seeking help, and the negative impact this has on
women’s willingness to engage with them (Abrahams, 2007; Rodriguez, 2016). Participants from both studies talked about the challenge of managing the demands of
the different services. They expressed frustration at constantly having to retell their
stories to professionals who had not appraised themselves of the information that
women had already provided, and exasperation at being caught between the conflicting policies and practices of the agencies. For women who were already fragile, due to
the experiences that had brought them into contact with services, they felt monitored
rather than supported. The messages they took from these encounters was that they
were not a priority for services. The effect of these policies and practices was to overload them with (often, mutually incompatible) tasks and increase their perceived risk
of returning to their previous lives.
In addition to the punishing demands made of women, standards of trustworthiness seemed to operate differently, depending on whether it was that of the women
or the professionals with whom they were in contact. Participants spoke of being
threatened with sanctions if they failed to adhere to the demands of agencies, whilst
the professionals’ lapses in integrity and reliability went unchallenged – often with
serious consequences for the women.
The pressure on the public sector to focus on specific needs and short-term goals
has resulted in a shift toward agencies being “complacently professionalized” (Hester,
2015). Management’s increasing focus on closing cases quickly, or what Neate (2017)
refers to as “job done delusion,” has come at the expense of women’s recovery. Neale
(2018) suggests that frontline workers in public sector agencies use “cognitive
masks” (Ash, 2011) as a way of rationing scarce services. Shutting out the broader
facets of the cases with which they are dealing, and focusing on specific needs and
short-term goals, allows professionals to manage the practical and emotional pressures of doing this work. For women, however, this can frustrate their attempts to
escape abuse and regain control of their lives. She notes the tension between working
in ‘silos’ (health, housing, social work, criminal justice, etc.) and the need to recognize
that women are in contact with a wide range of agencies. She suggests that:
…a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. When contemplating their
chances of escaping the abuse, (women) do not evaluate one service in isolation; they’ stress test’ the entire chain and, if it fails, care little about where
exactly it does so (Neale, 2018, p. 421).

Participants in both studies were clear that only within the specialist women’s
sector did they feel that they were considered a priority, and these views are supported by previous research. In criminal justice, problematic substance use (PSU) and
homelessness settings, services are built around the needs of men, and gender differences are ignored (AVA and Agenda, 2019, Fitz-Gibbon and Walklate, 2018). Women
have been shown to have different treatment needs for PSU to those of men (Tang et
al., 2012), and to have improved outcomes when accessing women-only PSU
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programs (Prendergast et al., 2011, Valeri et al., 2018). Data collection methods in
homelessness and rough sleeping studies render most women’s experiences invisible
(Bretherton and Pleace, 2018). In social work, women of working age tend only to be
visible if they have dependent children. Then, it is their children who are the main
focus of concern, and women are constructed as ‘failing parents’ (Broadhurst et al.,
2015, Callaghan, 2015, Humphreys and Absler, 2011, Robbins and Cook, 2018). Thus,
in anything other than the women’s sector, women tend to ‘disappear’ – either because they are not men, or because they are not children.
Women know that agencies are fallible; this, they accept. Discord and disengagement stem from individual practitioners’ reluctance to acknowledge that fallibility
and to work alongside women and the organizations advocating for them. Whilst professionals may view women as “not engaging,” women believe those professionals to
be unable to keep them safe (Rogerson, 2015). Accord and progress are achieved
when professionals do things with, rather than to, women. Although the more recent
pressures of short-term funding have had an effect, the ethos within the specialist
women’s sector reflects this feminist approach. Keeping clients at the center of their
service, they recognize the interdependence of all the agencies involved in supporting
women, and value the skills, knowledge, and statutory powers that other agencies
bring.
The benefits that participants derived from specialist women’s agencies included
feeling listened to, understood, respected, and supported. That, together with the time
and space they were afforded to gather their thoughts, process their experiences and,
where needed, seek further help, enabled them to work through their problems and
plan for a future free from abuse. Given the economic and social costs to the UK of
violence against women, specialist services should not be provided “on a shoe string”
(WRC, 2013), but properly resourced. Women’s advocacy services must be restored
and underpinned by a secure and sustainable specialist women’s sector. The package
of care provided by statutory sector agencies must be made more accessible, with
meaningful cooperation with specialist women’s services being an integral part of
that package.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this paper was to examine some of the issues faced by female victims
of men’s violence and abuse when seeking support to regain control of their lives. Although drawn from two separate datasets, the small sample sizes limit the extent to
which conclusions can be generalized to a wider population. However, the findings
are in line with previous research. Participants’ accounts suggest that, despite national guidelines on person-centered care (Home Office, 2016, NICE, 2016), women
with multiple and complex needs are often poorly served by agencies outside the specialist women’s sector. In order to improve women’s chances of regaining control of
their lives and achieving safety, three issues need to be considered by practitioners
and managers. Firstly, professionals’ ignorance of, or reluctance to signpost to, other
agencies results in women not being offered the services that they need. Practitioners
need to be proactive in sourcing, and using, information about specialist women’s services operating in their locality. Secondly, within and between agencies, weaknesses
in information-sharing force women to repeatedly revisit traumatizing experiences
and further damage their already fragile self-esteem. It also leads to fragmented services, with gaps and contradictions that make navigation between them difficult and,
sometimes, dangerous. More effective communication within and between agencies
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would reduce the need for repetition and enable women to fully engage with those
required. Finally, the benefits of women-only, client-centered services are that, rather
than having a “head like a washing machine on spin” (Jane, Study 2), women are provided with the time, space and support to hand wash each laundry item individually,
in an order that takes account of both their and others’ priorities. Women’s advocacy
services must be restored, underpinned by a secure and sustainable specialist
women’s sector, and more closely integrated into the package of care provided by statutory agencies. As the Women’s Resource Centre (2013) notes:
The funding climate for both the statutory and women’s sector is hostile and
fiercely competitive. It is vital that both sectors work together to ensure the
survival of the women’s sector—supporting women and communities in
need and challenging discrimination (WRC, 2013).
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